Teaching Social Behaviour to Young
Children. William C. Sheppard, Steven Shank and Darla Wilson, Research Press, Champaign, Illinois, pp. 91, $3.50. 1973. This Manual is primarily intended for teachers of young children, although anyone involved in the teaching-learning process will find it useful. Child psychiatrists and other physicians who are also parents of young children will find it helpful in obtaining a basic understanding of behaviour modification. It is aimed almost exclusively at preschool situations where there is a small number of children who are without major conflicts. The author has a Ph. D. in experimental psychology and is now Assistant Professor of Psychology at the University of Oregon and Director of the Educational Environments Inc., and has collaborated with the staff of this school of 90 children. It appears that Dr. Sheppard has been involved in the design, development and the testing of instructional programs for young children and their teachers. The book alludes to various experimental studies but none are cited, and unfortunately, no references are given. This is a sad lack because anybody stimulated to deeper understanding of this field has no guides to future reading.
The author leans over backwards to be free of jargon in his writing, and although this might be helpful to parents, many teachers would find they could not communicate with others interested in behaviour modification using the language and concepts learned from this book. There are also trite jingles which irritate rather than elucidate. Chapter IV tends to be a repetition of the first and second chapters.
The style facilitates quick reading and does not follow the trend of many other books in this area which tend to be teaching manuals. It does expect participation from the reader, but this can be dispensed with and a good understanding obtained without having to answer all the questions.
There is an amazing consistency among advocates of teaching pro-social behaviour to young children. Unfortunately the main lack in this book, and many others like it, is that the behaviour instead of the child becomes the main focus of interest. There is little thought given to the meaning of good behaviour. Assumptions such as "all behaviour is maintained by accelerating con- Vol. 20, No.3 sequences" might tend to make teachers forget that irritable fighting behaviour could also be a result of the child having a tummy ache.
On other principles of behaviour the author is quite wrong. "Once a behaviour stops paying off, it will go away" ignores the well known extinction curve. This is most important because teachers become discouraged in attempting to apply some of these techniques when it appears that the behaviour is getting worse rather than better.
This book is useful in emphasizing to teachers that objectives, clearly defined techniques and continuous measures result in a much more efficient use of time in the classroom. The emphasis on graphing behaviours is very practical. It is attractive and well laid out, and seems to be free of production errors. At the time this book was written the authors were post-doctoral fellows at the Laboratory of Community Psychiatry at Harvard University. The book is their sole responsibility and does not commit the host institution. It is written for 'guides' who are defined as "the people who help those with mental problems to attain appropriate assistance when they need it. " It sets out to provide them with" a body of basic, understandable, and integrated facts about the problems, practitioners, diagnostic and treatment techniques, and settings where the various mental health professionals practice (sicl) their specialties." While the intentions are good, the book does not quite achieve its purpose -its language and style are such that the indigenous community workers or mental patients from lower socioeconomic groups, who presumably would form the readership, can derive little benefit from it. As a result of trying to compress too much information and too many ideas into too few pages, many concepts are treated in a simplistic and naive manner. For instance, the concept of mental health is discussed by examining "the two components 'mental' and 'health' separately, starting with the latter." Other notions, for example, behaviour therapy, are discussed in so sketchy a manner as to be incomprehensible to anyone who does not have a background in psychiatry or psychology.
As a minor handbook of psychiatry it is not adequate, and it would have been better to expand the discussion of mental health professions and services. In discussing mental health professionals, nurses are not included, either by omission or more probably because they are considered to have a less important role in the system than do psychiatrists, psychologists or social workers.
The more interesting parts of the book are those dealing with the possibilities of social action and consumer advocacy. Channels are indicated through which interested citizens can influence mental-health-care planning in their communities, thus taking an active role rather than being merely passive consumers of services imposed by others. Patients are advised how to criticize mental health services by careful evaluation of the credentials of mental health professionals and negotiation of therapeutic contracts, so that these are not under the exclusive control of the therapist. There is also a listing of professional associations and government agencies where information and redress can be sought and complaints registered.
Clearly the systems problems are more complex south of the border due to the lack of comprehensive health insurance and also because of the co-existence of public and private sectors, different methods of funding, different levels of intervention by federal, state and local authorities, and also private foundations. Because so much of the discussion is specifically pertinent to the United States, there is little to recommend the book to those interested in the Canadian
